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Little Rock Nine 


The Little Rock Nine was a group of nine African American 
students enrolled in Little Rock Central High School in 1957. Their 
enrollment was followed by the Little Rock Crisis, in which the 
students were initially prevented from entering the racially 
segregated school by Orval Faubus, the Governor of Arkansas. 
They then attended after the intervention of President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower. 


The U.S. Supreme Court issued its historic Brown v. Board of 
Education of Topeka, Kansas, 347 U.S. 483, on May 17, 1954. 
Tied to the 14th Amendment, the decision declared all laws 
establishing segregated schools to be unconstitutional, and it called 
for the desegregation of all schools throughout the nation. A fter 
the decision, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) attempted to register black students in 
previously all-white schools in cities throughout the South. In Little 
Rock, Arkansas, the school board agreed to comply with the high 
court's ruling. Virgil Blossom, the Superintendent of Schools, 
submitted a plan of gradual integration to the school board on May 
24, 1955, which the board unanimously approved. The plan would 
be implemented during the fall of the 1957 school year, which 
would begin in September 1957. 


By 1957, the NAACP had registered nine black students to attend 
the previously all-white Little Rock Central High, selected on the 
criteria of excellent grades and attendance.!?! Called the "Little 
Rock Nine", they were Ernest Green (b. 1941), Elizabeth Eckford 
(b. 1941), Jefferson Thomas (1942-2010), Terrence Roberts (b. 
1941), Carlotta Walls LaNier (b. 1942), Minnijean Brown (b. 1941), 
Gloria Ray Karlmark (b. 1942), Thelma Mothershed (b. 1940), and 
Melba Pattillo Beals (b. 1941). Emest Green was the first African 
American to graduate from Central High School. 


When integration began on September 4, 1957, the Arkansas 
National Guard was called in to "preserve the peace". Originally at 
orders of the governor, they were meant to prevent the black 
students from entering due to claims that there was "imminent 
danger of tumult, riot and breach of peace" at the integration. 
However, President Eisenhower issued Executive order 10730, 
which federalized the Arkansas National Guard and ordered them to 
support the integration on September 23 of that year, after which 
they protected the African American students. !3] 


Contents 


Location 


Little Rock Crisis 
Part of the Civil Rights Movement 


Little Rock Central 
High School in Little 
Rock, Arkansas 


Caused by 


» Racial segregation 
in public schools 

» Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954) 


Resulted in 


» Cooper v. Aaron 
(1958) 


Parties to the civil conflict 


= National 
Association for 
the 
Advancement 
of Colored 
People 
(NAACP) 


» Little Rock 
Nine 


= [J State of 
Arkansas 


» Governor of 
Arkansas 


Lead figures 


NAACP member EJ State 
Daisy Bates of 
Arkansas 
Little Rock Nine Orval 
Faubus, 
Melba Pattillo Beals governor 


Minnijean Brown 
Elizabeth Eckford 
Ernest Green 

Gloria Ray Karlmark 
Carlotta Walls LaNier 
Thelma Mothershed 
Terrence Roberts 
Jefferson Thomas 


The Blossom Plan 
National Guard blockade 
Armed escort 

A tense year 

"The Lost Year" 
Motivations 
Legacy 

See also 
Footnotes 
References 
External links 


The Blossom Plan 


One of the plans created during attempts to desegregate the schools of Little Rock was by school 
superintendent Virgil Blossom. The initial approach proposed substantial integration beginning quickly and 
extending to all grades within a matter of many years. (41 This original proposal was scrapped and replaced 
with one that more closely met a set of minimum standards worked out in attorney Richard B. McCulloch's 
brief.5! This finalized plan would start in September 1957 and would integrate one high school: Little Rock 
Central. The second phase of the plan would take place in 1960 and would open up a few junior high schools 
to a few black children. The final stage would involve limited desegregation of the city's grade schools at an 
unspecified time, possibly as late as 1963.5! 


This plan was met with varied reactions from the NAACP branch of Little Rock. Militant members like the 
Bateses opposed the plan on the grounds that it was "vague, indefinite, slow-moving and indicative of an 
intent to stall further on public integration."!6! Despite this view, the majority accepted the plan; most felt that 
Blossom and the school board should have the chance to prove themselves, that the plan was reasonable, and 
that the white community would accept it. 


This view was short lived, however. Changes were made to the plan, the most detrimental being a new transfer 
system that would allow students to move out of the attendance zone to which they were assigned. |! The 
altered Blossom Plan had gerrymandered school districts to guarantee a black majority at Horace Mann High 
and a white majority at Hall High.!©! This meant that, even though black students lived closer to Central, they 
would be placed in Horace Mann thus confirming the intention of the school board to limit the impact of 
desegregation.!© The altered plan gave white students the choice of not attending Horace Mann, but did not 
give black students the option of attending Hall. This new Blossom Plan did not sit well with the NAACP and 
after failed negotiations with the school board, the NAACP filed a lawsuit on February 8, 1956. 


This lawsuit, along with a number of other factors contributed to the Little Rock School Crisis of 1957. 


National Guard blockade 


Several segregationist councils threatened to hold protests at Central High and physically block the black 
students from entering the school. Governor Orval Faubus deployed the Arkansas National Guard to support 
the segregationists on September 4, 1957. The sight of a line of soldiers blocking out the students made 
national headlines and polarized the nation. Regarding the accompanying crowd, one of the nine students, 
Elizabeth Eckford, recalled: 


They moved closer and closer. ... Somebody started yelling. ... I tried to see a friendly face 
somewhere in the crowd—someone who maybe could help. I looked into the face of an old 
woman and it seemed a kind face, but when I looked at her again, she spat on me.!7! 


On September 9, the Little Rock School District issued a statement condemning the governor's deployment of 
soldiers to the school, and called for a citywide prayer service on September 12. Even President Dwight 
Eisenhower attempted to de-escalate the situation by summoning Faubus for a meeting, warning him not to 
defy the Supreme Court's ruling.!8! 


Armed escort 


Woodrow Wilson Mann, the mayor of Little Rock, asked President Eisenhower to send federal troops to 
enforce integration and protect the nine students. In September 24, Eisenhower invoked the Insurrection Act of 
1807 to enable troops to perform domestic law enforcement. The president ordered the 101st Airborne 
Division of the United States Army—without its black soldiers, who rejoined the division a month later—to 
Little Rock and federalized the entire 10,000-member Arkansas National Guard, taking it out of Faubus's 
control.!9! 


A tense year 


By the end of September 1957, the nine were admitted to Little Rock Central High under the protection of the 
101st Airbome Division (and later the Arkansas National Guard), but they were still subjected to a year of 
physical and verbal abuse by many of the white students. Melba Pattillo had acid thrown into her eyes! 10] and 
also recalled in her book, Warriors Don't Cry, an incident in which a group of white girls trapped her in a stall 
in the girls' washroom and attempted to burn her by dropping pieces of flaming paper on her from above. 
Another one of the students, Minnijean Brown, was verbally confronted and abused. She said 


I was one of the kids 'approved' by the school officials. We were told we would have to take a lot 
and were warned not to fight back if anything happened. One girl ran up to me and said, 'I'm so 
glad you're here. Won't you go to lunch with me today?" I never saw her again.!11 


Minnijean Brown was also taunted by members of a group of white male students in December 1957 in the 
school cafeteria during lunch. She dropped her lunch, a bow] of chili, onto the boys and was suspended for six 
days. Two months later, after more confrontation, Brown was suspended for the rest of the school year. She 
transferred to the New Lincoln School in New York City] As depicted in the 1981 made-for-TV docudrama 
Crisis at Central High, and as mentioned by Melba Pattillo Beals in Warriors Don't Cry, white students were 
punished only when their offense was "both egregious and witnessed by an adult".2! The drama was based 
on a book by Elizabeth Huckaby, a vice-principal during the crisis. 


"The Lost Year" 


In the summer of 1958, as the school year was drawing to a close, Faubus decided to petition the decision by 
the Federal District Court in order to postpone the desegregation of public high schools in Little Rock.43! In 
the Cooper v. Aaron case, the Little Rock School District, under the leadership of Orval Faubus, fought for a 
two and a half year delay on de-segregation, which would have meant that black students would only be 
permitted into public high schools in January 1961.4] Faubus argued that if the schools remained integrated 


there would be an increase in violence. However, in August 1958, the 
Federal Courts ruled against the delay of de-segregation, which 
incited Faubus to call together an Extraordinary Session of the State 
Legislature on August 26 in order to enact his segregation bills.{51 


Claiming that Little Rock had to assert their rights and freedom 
against the federal decision, in September 1958, Faubus signed acts 
that enabled him and the Little Rock School District to close all public 
schools. {161 Thus, with this bill signed, on Monday September 15, 
Faubus ordered the closure of all four public high schools, preventing 
both black and white students from attending school.!7! Despite som <. 
Faubus's decree, the city's population had the chance of refuting the RACK 
bill since the school-closing law necessitated a referendum. The 
referendum, which would either condone or condemn Faubus's law, 
was to take place within thirty days.171 A week before the 
referendum, which was scheduled to take place on September 27, 
Faubus addressed the citizens of Little Rock in an attempt to secure Young U.S. Army paratrooper in 
their votes. Faubus urged the population to vote against integration battle gear outside Central High 
since he was planning on leasing the public school buildings to School, on the cover of Time 
private schools, and, in doing so, would educate the white and black magazine (October 7, 1957) 
students separately, !18] Faubus was successful in his appeal and won 

the referendum. This year came to be known as the "Lost Year." 
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Faubus's victory led to a series of consequences that affected Little Rock society. Faubus and the school 
board's intention to open private schools was blocked by an injunction by the 8th U.S. Circuit Court of 
Appeals,!19! which caused some citizens of Little Rock to turn on the black community. The black community 
became a target for hate crimes since people blamed them for the closing of the schools. !29! Daisy Bates, head 
of the NAACP chapter in Little Rock, was a primary victim to these crimes, in addition to the black students 
enrolled at Little Rock Central High School and their families, (21 


The city's teachers were also placed in a difficult position. They were forced to swear loyalty to Faubus's 
bills.27] Even though Faubus's idea of private schools never played out, the teachers were still bound by their 
contracts and expected to attend school every day. 9122! 


In May 1959, after the firing of forty-four teachers and administrative staff from the four high schools, three 
segregationist board members were replaced with three moderate ones. The new board members reinstated the 
forty-four staff members to their positions. 23! The new board of directors then began an attempt to reopen the 
schools, much to Faubus's dismay. In order to avoid any further complications, the public high schools were 
scheduled to open earlier than usual, on August 12, 1959,23] 


Although the Lost Year had come to a close, the black students who returned to the high schools were not 
welcomed by the other students. Rather, the black students had a difficult time getting past mobs to enter the 
school, and, once inside, they were often subject to physical and emotional abuse.'24] The students were back 
at school and everything would eventually resume normal function, but the Lost Year would be a pretext for 
new hatred toward the black students in the public high school. 


Motivations 


Faubus's opposition to desegregation was likely both politically and racially motivated.!25! Although Faubus 
had indicated that he would consider bringing Arkansas into compliance with the high court's decision in 
1956, desegregation was opposed by his own southern Democratic Party, which dominated all Southern 


politics at the time. Faubus risked losing political support in the upcoming 1958 Democratic gubernatorial 
primary if he showed support for integration.!26 


Most histories of the crisis conclude that Faubus, facing pressure as he campaigned for a third term, decided to 
appease racist elements in the state by calling out the National Guard to prevent the black students from 
entering Central High. Former associate justice of the Arkansas Supreme Court James D. Johnson claimed to 
have hoaxed Governor Faubus into calling out the National Guard, supposedly to prevent a white mob from 
stopping the integration of Little Rock Central High School: "There wasn't any caravan. But we made Orval 
believe it. We said. "They're lining up. They're coming in droves.’ ... The only weapon we had was to leave the 
aac that the sky was going to fall." He later claimed that Faubus asked him to raise a mob to justify his 
actions./27 


Harry Ashmore, the editor of the Arkansas Gazette, won a 1958 Pulitzer Prize for his editorials on the crisis. 
Ashmore portrayed the fight over Central High as a crisis manufactured by Faubus; in his interpretation, 
Faubus used the Arkansas National Guard to keep black children out of Central High School because he was 
frustrated by the success his political opponents were having in using segregationist rhetoric to stir white 
voters, (281 


Congressman Brooks Hays, who tried to mediate between the federal government and Faubus, was later 
defeated by a last minute write-in candidate, Dale Alford, a member of the Little Rock School Board who had 
the backing of Faubus's allies.!29] A few years later, despite the incident with the "Little Rock Nine", Faubus 
ran as a moderate segregationist against Dale Alford, who was challenging Faubus for the Democratic 
nomination for governor in 1962. 


Legacy 


Little Rock Central High 
School still functions as part 
of the Littlke Rock School 
District, and is now a National 
Historic Site that houses a 
Civil Rights Museum, 
administered in partnership 
with the National Park 
Service, to commemorate the 
events of 1957.0! The Daisy 
Bates House, home to Daisy 
Bates, then the president of 
the Arkansas NAACP and a 
focal point for the students, 
was designated a National 
Historic Landmark in 2001 for its role in the episode. 1] 
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published in 1994. 


Two made-for-television movies have depicted the events of the crisis: 
the 1981 CBS movie Crisis at Central High, and the 1993 Disney Channel movie The Ernest Green Story. 


In 1996, seven of the Little Rock Nine appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show. They came face to face with a 
few of the white students who had tormented them as well as one student who had befriended them. 


In February 1999, members created the Little Rock Nine Foundation!33! which established a scholarship 
program which had funded, by 2013, 60 university students.&*! In 2013 the foundation decided to exclusively 
fund students attending the Clinton School of Public Service at the University of Arkansas.!34 


President Bill Clinton honored the Little Rock Nine in November 
1999 when he presented them each with a Congressional Gold 
Medal. The medal is the highest civilian award bestowed by 
Congress. !35] It is given to those who have provided outstanding 
service to the country. To receive the Congressional Gold Medal, 
recipients must be co-sponsored by two-thirds of both the House and 
Senate. 


In 2007, the United States Mint made available a commemorative 
silver dollar to "recognize and pay tribute to the strength, the 
determination and the courage displayed by African-American high 
school students in the fall of 1957." The obverse depicts students 
accompanied by a soldier, with nine stars symbolizing the Little Rock 
Nine. The reverse depicts an image of Little Rock Central High School, c. 1957. Proceeds from the coin sales 
are to be used to improve the National Historic Site. 





Memorial at Arkansas State Capitol 


On December 9, 2008, the Little Rock Nine were invited to attend the inauguration of President-elect Barack 
Obama, the first African-American to be elected President of the United States, 361 


On February 9, 2010, Marquette University honored the group by presenting them with the Pére Marquette 
Discovery Award, the university's highest honor, one that had previously been given to Mother Teresa, 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Karl Rahner, and the Apollo 11 astronauts. 
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